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Images of Evil, Images of Kings: The Contrasting Faces of the Royal Favourite
and the Prime Minister in Early Modern European Political Literature, c. 1580-c.
1650
Abstract
Some three decades years ago, Leicester Bradner examined two distinct views held by seventeenthcentury English and Spanish dramatists when writing about royal favourites. Spanish playwrights, Bradner
noted, sought to 'arouse sympathy for the king and the friend he loves', while the English stressed 'the
issues of good and bad government' by presenting the royal favourite as an evil counsellor and a usurper,
and the monarch who let him prosper as a weak ruler. Why these disparate treatments of the royal
favourite? This query is particularly poignant when we consider that the English and Spanish dramatists
believed that they were confronting a similar political phenomenon. Both knew that the rise of the
favourite depended on the monarch's whim and that the favourite's fate was determined by the inexorable
turn of the wheel of fortune. And, in both monarchies, playwrights used similar examples to portray the
favourite, examples taken from the Old and New Testaments (Joseph, Haman and John the Evangelist),
Roman history (Sejanus) and the past of their own countries (favcston in England and Alvaro de Luna in
Spain).
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Images of Evil, Images of Kings: The Contrasting
Faces of the Royal Favourite and the Prime Minister
in Early Modern European Political Literature,
1
C. 1580-c. 1650
ANTONIO FEROS

Introduction
Some three decades years ago, Leicester Bradner examined two distinct
views held by seventeenth-century English and Spanish dramatists when
writing about royal favourites. Spanish playwrights, Bradner noted, sought
to 'arouse sympathy for the king and the friend he loves', while the English
stressed 'the issues of good and bad government' by presenting the royal
favourite as an evil counsellor and a usurper, and the monarch who let him
prosper as a weak rulcr. 2 Why these disparate treatments of the royal favourite?
This query is particularly poignant when we consider that the English and
Spanish dramatists believed that they were confronting a similar political
phenomenon. Both knew that the rise of the favourite depended on the mon
arch's whim :md that the favourite's fate was determined by the inexorable
turn of the wheel of fortune. And, in both monarchies, playwrights usetl
similar examples to portray the favourite, examples taken from the Old and
New Testaments (Joseph, Haman and John the Evangdist), Roman history
(Sejanus) and the past of their own countries ((favcston in Eni.rland and Alvari1

de Luna in Spain) 1

simpk The

English
To Bradner, the :mswer to the :1bove question was
drnmntists denounced favourites whom they viewed as clear evidence of
declining standards in the government of the Commonwealth , and as a tcsti�
mony that seventeenth-century rulers were no longer the 'supcrmonarchs'
whom had dominated the European political scene in the 1500s. In contrast, the
Spanish dramatists had become prisoners of flattery, the most malicious courtly
depravity. Most modern historians share Bradner's views. For them, the
favourite was a political anomaly, the result of the existence of weak monarchs
(Henri III of France, Philip III of Spain, James I and Charles I of England).
Like the English dramatists, modern historians also believe that the presence of
favourites brought political crises, chaos, factional confrontations and ulti
mately open rebellion.

